It is in vain that we would endeavour to represent even England as forming an exception; for, not to speak of the past mismanagement of Bethlem, the history of one of our provincial asylums, under the superintendence of eminent physicians, and the control of a committee of the first persons in one of the most considerable counties in England, was for the long period of thirty years the scene of every abuse that rapacity and inhumanity could crowd into a single institution. The mere recital at the present day would exceed belief. Suffice it to mention that, among the instances of mismanagement gradually brought to light, were the most aggravated neglect of all medical and moral treatment; every species of cruelty; much gross immorality; every practicable variety of shabby embezzlement and peculation; false reports, in which, especially, the deaths were concealed, even so many as one hundred at a time; the occasional disappearance of patients, supposed to have been murdered outright, and returned in the reports as dead, or removed, or cured; and, as a grand and appropriate finale, a very strong suspicion of the building itself being wilfully set on fire, in the hope of destroying some of the books or some of the patients. All these abuses were at length laid bare; but not until many honest enquirers had suffered every kind of insult and obloquy, and death had secured the principal offenders from human disapprobation: for, during the long series of years in which these enormities were practised and suspected, every abuse, every outrage, except the actual murders and burning, was defended by the officers of the institution, and screened from too prying eyes by the most dignified expressions of satisfaction from the committee, who were all the time mystified by false accounts, kept in double sets for the purpose; and to whom, so heedless and confident were they, and to the nominal visiters, even some of the noisome cells forming a part of the establishment were actually unknown. Now and then, in this long period of blind confidence, a very delicate censure was extorted from them; but it should never be forgotten that for more than twenty years they obstinately and successfully resisted enquiry and reform; although during this time the deaths in the asylum were about 1 in 6.
The institution here alluded to was a kind of epitome of all the evils existing in all the lunatic asylums of the country; but a certain number of the enormities which made up the frightful mass Every act of their benevolence produces its palpable good. Every word, every look of kindness, finds its way to some pained heart, and does its blessed office. The great end, too, of all their exertions,?the restoration of mental power, is infinitely noble. The physician feels that to restore health of body is an elevated art, the value of which those best can appreciate who have ever wanted the blessing. The art of the mental physician is to restore alacrity of attention, readiness of memory, warmth of imagination, accuracy of judgment, and the power to will and to do; the loss of all which is the most grievous part of sickness.
If, then, the abnegation of self in those who take the charge of lunatics is expected to be almost complete, it is that they may be intrusted with the administering of aid to minds more imperfect than their own, and wholly secluded from the cheerful ways of reasonable life.
In a world full of common duties, they are separated and devoted to some which may be said, without exaggeration, to be among the highest which a sentient and intellectual being can be privileged to fulfil.
To perform these duties efficiently, they must literally live with lunatics. Constant association with the wild minds that diversify the wards of an asylum can alone give a mastery over them, in every changeful mood.
There is nothing to despise in such an occupation. To create the mind has been pronounced a work worthy of the Divinity, and to describe it the highestreach of philosophy: it is no mean task, therefore, to disencumber it of its physical oppressions, to recal its wanderings, to dispel its phantoms, and restore so high a work to unembarrassed exercise.?Perhaps a still more important task yet remains to teach mankind the causes of these most fearful visitations; that they may also learn the means of avoiding afflictions difficult to cure, and of which the tendency is to accumulate in every successive generation.
